Surveying Free and Low-Cost Survey Software
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Surveys are widely used to gather health information from a
sample of individuals. This brief report reviews 14 free and
low-cost software packages (<$1,000) that can be used
when conducting health surveys with a limited budget.
Information available on the Internet or directly from the
provider in response to inquiry was reviewed for key features
used by health survey researchers. Many free or low-cost
software options appropriate for questionnaire develop-
ment are readily available. Questionnaire mode and com-
plexity, data management and analytical needs, and com-
puting environment are all important considerations in
selecting survey software.
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INTRODUCTION

The training of historically underrepresented
minority (URM) researchers is a central concern in
schools of medicine and public health.'? Blacks, Mexi-
can Americans, Native Americans (that is, American
Indians, Alaska Natives and Native Hawaiians), and
mainland Puerto Ricans represent <10% of all full-
time tenure track positions in U.S. medical schools.?
Data show that minority faculty are less likely to hold
senior positions than white faculty.** Multiple reasons
have been found for this disadvantage in hiring and
promotion opportunities. These include lack of men-
toring, lack of access to resources, and excessive clini-
cal and administrative responsibilities that lead to a
disadvantage in competing for research grants (often a
component in getting tenure).

Free or low-cost software to develop surveys can be
an important initial resource for researchers knowl-
edgeable and interested in conducting health surveys
but hindered by a lack of resources. Surveys are wide-
ly used as a method of gathering health information
from a sample of individuals. Many junior faculty and
underrepresented clinical and medical school faculty
with knowledge and experience in health survey
research methods have access to low-income and at-
risk populations that have been understudied. Access
to free or low-cost survey software may enhance
opportunities for these physicians to conduct studies
that provide new knowledge regarding factors that
contribute to health disparities.

This brief report reviews free and low-cost soft-
ware packages designed specifically for the devel-
opment of questionnaires and survey implementa-
tion that can be used by researchers when
conducting health surveys with a limited budget.

METHODS

An Internet search was performed, using the
search engine Google and the phrases: “survey
design software”, “free survey design software” and
“survey software.” We excluded software for which
pricing was unavailable (information not available
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on the Internet and phone calls not returned) or the
cost was >$1,000. In addition, we excluded software
that was available only by site license, specific to
handheld computers or limited to computer-assist-
ed-telephone-interview (CATI). Product informa-
tion available on the Internet or directly from the
provider in response to inquiry was reviewed. Fea-
tures assessed included: number of allowable ques-
tions and responses, storage time of results, admin-
istration mode, multiple language features, type of
data supported, analytical/statistical capabilities,
reports and graphics, resources for research meth-
ods, help services, data dictionary, data verification,
data editing or deleting capabilities, and spell check.

RESULTS

Fourteen software products were identified (Table
1), including four survey design programs®® that house
both questionnaires and data on the software providers’
server (web-based), and 10 software products'®" that

can be downloaded and run directly from a personal or
business computer or server (nonweb-based).

Features of web-based and nonweb-based ques-
tionnaire design software are shown in Tables 2 and 3.
All web-based programs support online and paper
questionnaire administration (Zoomerang also sup-
ports computer-assisted and telephone modes), multi-
ple languages and quantitative data; and produce some
type of data summary. Monthly pricing of the web-
based questionnaire design software allows subscrip-
tions to be cancelled during inactive research periods.

Limitations of web-based programs include
allowable number of records, items per question-
naire and storage time of responses. Sending elec-
tronic questionnaire files to colleagues and institu-
tional review boards may be difficult since these
web-based programs are not compatible with word-
processing applications. Web-based programs may
limit features such as spell check, skip patterns, ran-
dom presentation of questions, data dictionary and

Website

Table 1. Free or low-cost survey software packages

Software Package Cost

Survey Monkey Basic: free, Professional: $19.95/month

freeonlinesurveys.com  Basic: free, Upgrade: $19.99/month,
students/teachers: $9.99

QuestionPro free, $49/month, $149/month, $299/month

Zoomerang Basic: free, zpro: $599/year, nonprofit and
educational members: $350/year

SelectSurveyASP Basic: $99.99, Advanced: $179.99

Epi Info free

CS Pro free

EZ-Text free

ANSwer free

SurveyGold Individual: $149-299

QDS Individual: $295-495

Sumquest $495

StatPac Web survey module: $495, Basic statistics
module: $695

Sphinxsurvey Basic: $891

www.surveymonkey.com/

www.freeonlinesurveys.com/

www.questionpro.com/

http://info.zoomerang.com/

www.classapps.com/
SelectSurvey/ASPOverview.asp

www.cdc.gov/epiinfo/

www.census.gov/ipc/
wwwy/cspro/index.html

www.cdc.gov/hiv/
software/ez-text.htm

www.cdc.gov/hiv/
software/answr.htm

http://surveygold.com/

www.novaresearch.com/
Products/QDS/whatlsQDS.cfm

www.sumqguest.com/

www statpac.com/

www.sphinxdevelopment.co.uk
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field validation. Although web-based programs pro-
duce frequencies, data must be downloaded to ana-
lytical software (e.g., Excel®, SPSS®) for more
advanced statistics. Most of the online packages do
not support data editing, variable construction,
recoding or sorting. All help centers provide techni-
cal assistance via e-mail.

Since the user typically purchases the software,
nonweb-based software does not expire and offers
greater flexibility regarding the number of records
and items per questionnaires, storage time of results,
questionnaire editing, performing analyses, and gen-
erating outcomes and reports. The primary limita-
tions of nonweb-based software are increased com-
plexity and sometimes greater expense.

Nonweb-based software supports more complex
survey and questionnaire design and analyses than
web-based software and is compatible with word-
processing applications. Nonweb-based software
supports both quantitative and qualitative data, and
offers more options for mode of administration.
There are no limitations on allowable number of
records or items per questionnaire, or storage time

SURVEY SOFTWARE

of responses. Most programs do not require export
of data to a statistical software package and provide
features, including random number generators, sam-
ple size calculators and data validation.

CONCLUSIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

Many free or low-cost software options appropriate
for questionnaire development are readily available.
Survey size and duration; mode, complexity and lan-
guage of questionnaire; data management and analyti-
cal needs; and computing environment are all impor-
tant considerations in selecting software.

Specific recommendations based on these five
considerations are presented.

Size and Duration

For small, quick or uncomplicated question-
naires, most of the web-based options are useful
(e.g., SurveyMonkey). For a larger scale study, con-
sider nonweb-based software since software access
does not expire.

Table 2. Assessment of web-based survey software package features
Survey Monkey Freeonlinesurveys.com QuestionPro Loomerang
Survey size
Number of questions 10 or unlimited 20 or unlimited unlimited 30 or unlimited
Number of responses 100/month, 50 or 1,000 5.000, 10,000, 100 or unlimited
unlimited or 15,000
Storage time of results unlimited 10 days or subscription 10 days or
subscription subscription
Survey type web, paper web, paper web, email, web, email,
paper CAPI, CATI,
paper
Multiple languages yes yes yes yes
Translation no no no yes ($)
Type of data quantitative quantitative quantitative quantitative
Analyses and output frequency frequency frequency frequency
counts counts counts counts
Statistics none none descriptive none
Skip patterns yes ($) yes ($) yes yes
Required response yes yes yes yes
Missing response allowed yes yes yes yes
Random presentation )
of questions no no T oyes no
Field validation yes no yes no
Reports and graphics yes yes yes yes
Help services online, tutorial  online online, tutorial, online, help line
help line
Data dictionary no no no no
Edit or delete data no delete only yes delete only
Spell check no yes no no
Export survey to word-
processing software no no no no
Export results to
spreadsheet software  yes yes yes yes
($): feature is available for a cost beyond the basic membership
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Table 3. Assessment of nonweb-based survey software package features

StatPac Survey
SelectSurveyASP Epi Info CS Pro EZ-Text AnSWR SurveyGold QDS Sumquest Software Sphinxsurvey
Survey Size
Number of questions  unlimited unlimited unlimited unlimited unlimited unlimited unlimited n/a unlimited n/a
Number of responses  unlimited unlimited unlimited unlimited unlimited unlimited unlimited n/a 10,000,000 n/a
Survey Type web, paper paper paper, CATI, paper paper web, email,  paper, CATI, web, email  web,email,  web, paper,
CAPI paper, CATl,  CAPI, ACASI,  paper, CATl,  paper, CATI, CATl
CAPI HAPI CAPI CAPI
Multiple Languages yes yes yes n/a n/a yes yes n/a yes n/a
Translation no yes no no no no no n/a no n/a
Type of Data quantitative  quantitative quantitative  qualitative  qualitative  quantitative  quantitative quantitative ncoz_woﬁ?m & quantitative
qualitative
Data Verification quantitative n/a n/a yes yes n/a yes yes - yes n/a
Skip Patterns yes yes yes no no yes yes yes yes yes
Required Response yes n/a n/a n/a n/a yes n/a n/a yes yes
Missing Response Allowed yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes
Random Presentation
of Questions yes n/a n/a n/a n/a yes n/a yes yes yes
Field Validation yes yes yes yes yes yes yes n/a yes yes
Statistics none descripfive, no qudiitative  qualitative no no descriptive Qmmo;_u.%@ descriptive,
regression, regression, regression,
survival qualitative qualitative
Reports and Graphics  yes yes yes no yes yes n/a yes yes yes
Editing Reports n/a yes no no yes yes n/a yes yes n/a
Help Services online, manual tutorial, online,  manual, tutorial, manual, manual, manual, manual, manual,  manual, tutorial, manual, in
help line, tech  online, training  tutorial,  publications  tutorial, online  tutorial, online,  tutorial, online, online person
support online inperson  toll-free helpline
Import Survey or Data n/a data n/a data data data n/a both both data
Data Dictionary no yes yes yes yes yes yes no yes yes
Edit or Delete Data yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes
Spell Check no no no yes yes yes no n/a yes n/a

CATl: computer-assisted telephone interview, CAPI: computer-assisted person interview, n/a: not available
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Questionnaire Administration }

Almost any option will work for an in-person inter-
view. However, if online or computer-assisted question-
naires are necessary for research design, Zoomerang is
the best web-based option, and SurveyGold or StatPac
are the best-value nonweb-based options.

Language

All software offer options for questionnaire devel-
opment in multiple languages; however, Epilnfo and
CSPro are free and offer translation functions.

Qualitative Data

For qualitative studies, consider AnSWR (best
for analyses and reports) or EZ-Text.

Analytical Features

Among the web-based software, QuestionPro offers
the most options for statistics without export of data to
spreadsheets or statistical software. Epilnfo and Stat-
Pac are best among the nonweb-based software.

Complex Questionnaire Design

For ability to handle a complex questionnaire
design, including skip patterns, required response,
missing responses, random presentation of questions
and field validation, the best web-based options are
QuestionPro or SurveySelectASP. The best nonweb-
based options are CSPro or Epilnfo.

Resources for Research Methods

Web-based software programs are not a good option
if additional guidance on how to conduct a survey or
design a survey questionnaire is needed. Among the
nonweb-based software, consider Epilnfo, CSPro or
StatPac; or EZ-Text or AnSWR for qualitative studies.
However, guidance provided by this software is not suf-
ficient to prepare researchers on how to conduct health
surveys, including the development of the question-
naire, sample design and analysis of the data. Survey
research methods coursework, guidance by experienced
survey researchers, and additional readings®* are also
needed to improve the quality of surveys, optimize
response rates and reduce respondent burden. Health
survey research methods courses are offered by health
professional schools, programs such as the University
of Maryland—University of Michigan—Westat Joint Pro-
gram on Survey Methodology, and professional associ-
ations such as the American Statistical Association and
the American Association of Public Opinion Research.

Bias

The impact of Internet security on response rates
and bias should be considered. E-mail invitations
may be mistaken as containing a virus or SPAM and
subsequently deleted or quarantined.
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Evidence of prior studies and publications often-
times constitutes major criteria for federal funding,
career awards, promotion and tenure decisions.
Underrepresented racial and ethnic minority
researchers disproportionately face a number of
problems in achieving the required publication and
funding history, including lack of resources. To part-
ly address this lack of resources, this paper has iden-
tified free and low-cost survey software that can be
used by investigators knowledgeable and experi-
enced in health survey research methods to conduct
pilot studies, thereby enhancing opportunities for
promotion and additional research awards.
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Oncologist to serve as chief of the Hematology/Medical Oncol-
ogy Section and Deputy Director of the Cancer Center. The suc-
cessful applicant will have experience and expertise in building
a successful oncologic clinical research portfolio within a univer-
sity teaching hospital setting. The applicant must qualify for
appointment at the associate professor/ professor rank, and
must be Board Certified in Hematology and Oncology.

Chief, Endocrinology Section

Howard University's Department of Medicine is seeking an
Endocrinologist to serve as Chief of that Division. The successful
applicant will have had experience in an academic medical
center with an Endocrinology Training Program. The applicant
must qualify for appointment at the associate professor/profes-
sor rank and be currently Board Certified in Endocrinology. A
Washington, D.C. license is required. Duties will include serving as
program director of the fellowship fraining program along with
improving and expanding the division's clinical and research
capabilities.

Assistant/Associate Professor - Cardiology

Howard University's Cardiology Division is seeking two cardiolo-
gists at the assistant/associate professor or professor rank. Appli-
cants must be Board Certified in Cardiology. A Washington, D.C.
license is required. An interventional cardiologist with expertise in
angiography and stenting is being sought for one position. A
second position is available for a non-interventional cardiologist
with interests in preventive cardiology. Opportunities for clinical
research exist.

Send CV and cover letter to Duane T. Smoot, M.D., Chair,
Department of Medicine, Howard University Hospital, 2041 Geor-
gia Avenue, N.W., Washington, D.C. 20060
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